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The Reformation Re-examined
By Daniel Walther, Chairman
Department of Church History, Andrews University

T

HE significant religious questions of our time are not confined exclusively to the
church. The religious issues of the
day are particularly acute because of
the prevailing restlessness and anxiety of a world that craves security.
This is no less so in the United States,
as the result of current developments
in which the religious question is of
immense importance.
On the one hand there is the Roman Catholic Church with what
Protestants would call inflated claims
of increased membership, its constantly reiterated and incorrect claim
to being the oldest Christian institution, and its vainglorious claim to be
the only true church, and thus alone
entitled to full freedom and state protection. On the other hand are the
vacillating Protestant denominations,
recently awakening to the fact that
their power is gone. The Protestant
world is forever reappraising itself
and proposing remedies of all sorts,
ranging from a new approach to theology to a universal union of
churches.
That religious issues are of mounting interest and concern is evidenced
by the relentless Catholic propaganda
and by the increasing attention to religious problems in the secular press.
For example, a recent series of articles in Harper's (February to June,
1959) reappraised the contemporary
American religious climate. The
opinions expressed were not those of
the clergy, but of young thinkers belonging to various intellectual disciplines. In these articles the authors
reject Protestant theology and speak
of a basic undercurrent of atheism
in Protestantism today, in spite of record church attendance.
One Protestant minister deplores
the waning of the Protestant ideals in
these words: "The Protestant Church
Vol. 138, No. 27

is sick; she suffers from vagueness of
belief." This Protestant sickness stems
from an apparent insufficiency in all
areas of church life, such as public
affairs, education, and spiritual guidance.
Amid these gestures of self-castigation some Protestants go even further, bluntly asking, "Did Protestantism succeed—ever?" That Catholics
should answer in the negative is not
surprising, but some Protestants are

beginning to wonder whether the
Catholics are not right. One Episcopalian minister in London asserted,
years ago, that the Reformation had
been "a failure from beginning to
end; that it had achieved nothing, reformed nothing, corrected nothing."
This rather pessimistic outlook was
echoed in a series of articles by H. E.
Fay in the Christian Century entitled
"Can Protestantism Win America?"
—as if it were a contest between two
factions with a political aim, as in
sixteenth-century France where the
Protestant Huguenots and the Catholic Guises fought for the crown of
France.
Naturally the personalities of the
Reformers have been the object of
intense attack. One of the fiercest assaults on Calvin came in an acrimonious work by de Raemond, History
(Continued on page 8)

The new National Council of Churches building in New York City. This building is a
symbol of the current trend in American Protestantism toward unity of spirit and cooperative
effort. Several major religious bodies have moved their denominational headquarters to
this building.

tor's devotion, the Sabbath school lage when he installed the lights. He
The Reformation
teacher's knowledge of the Scriptures? returned with a hero's welcome, and
Re-examined
Or is it something we ourselves have his response was "Wait until you see
experienced vitally? Have we had a what I have." At his first opportunity,
(Continued from page 1)
head-on encounter with Christ on the
of the Birth, Progress and Decadence
Damascus road? Without such an enof Heresy (1605). Luther was the obcounter our religion is a sham, our
ject of a vicious attack by an Aushope dismal indeed.
trian
Jesuit, Denifie, who in Luther
We are facing perilous times, times
and Lutheranism endeavored to unof daily crisis. Only a firsthand exmask Luther's inaccuracies and to experience with God will enable us to Too often what passes as
pose his private life. A specialist of
meet it. Jacob's religion left much to conversion and the begina Christian experimedieval theology, Denifle tried to
be desired. He was living off the rep- ning of
is like a match, which
show that Luther misquoted the stateutation of his father, Isaac, and his ence
bursts suddenly into a brilments of Catholic teachers. The book
grandfather, Abraham. Then one day liant flame, only to go out
had a measure of success because of
when he encountered the Angel he in a wisp of smoke, as a
its insistence on Luther's personal
said, "I will not let thee go, except match does in a gust of wind.
shortcomings. Some Lutherans came
A secondhand Christian exthou bless me."
to the defense of their hero, particuSaul was a professional religionist, perience has no more meanlarly the Luther scholar H. Boehmer,
but his religion was meaningless until ing or value than a secondin Luther in the Light of Recent Rethe day he met the Master in a per- hand match. Both are worthless.
search.
sonal encounter on the Damascus
The greatest foe of Protestantism
road. His name was changed to Paul,
is Protestantism itself. From the beand his life became synonymous with
ginning there was a noticeable liberal
victory and power and a firsthand recurrent in Protestant theology, under
ligious experience.
the influence, partly, of Humanists of
Our religion must lead us to come
the Erasmian type. The nineteenth
to grips with the issues of life. We
century
saw a secular trend that afand
with
curious
spectators
watching,
must be willing to have God place His
finger upon the sins of our lives and he strung the wire from tree to tree, fected all scientific and philosophical
allow His power to cleanse us. To have fastening it securely. He added the endeavors of mankind. It used the
light and power, we must be in touch switches, inserted the bulbs, and told so-called historical method, subjectthe people to wait until night. With ing the Bible and the Christian
with the Source of all power.
A young lad from a village in the great anticipation everyone watched church to literary and scientific scruFar East had the privilege of visiting and wondered as he went to the switch tiny like any other work or instituAmerica, and was amazed at all he and said, "See!" But nothing hap- tion.
saw. He witnessed the whining cars, pened. He had failed to realize that Return to Orthodoxy
the jet-propelled airliners, the sky- all his equipment was worthless unless
The higher critics—mostly Protesscrapers, the galaxy of neon lights, the wires, switches, and bulbs were in
tants—proceeded to examine the
the television, radio, and telephone, contact with a power plant.
and decided to take a sample of modOur lives are equally meaningless Word of God as to source and authorern science back to his native village. if our religion consists only of ship. The mood of the age a little
One day before leaving he shopped churches, Bibles, and the forms of more than a hundred years ago was
for electrical wire, switches, sockets, worship. We must be connected with geared to the quasi-scientific theories
and light bulbs. To him electricity the divine power source. "All power of evolution, and Protestant theology
was the most marvelous of accom- is given unto me" was one of the became so committed to the modern
plishments. With a smug smile of sat- last declarations the Saviour made as "scientific" approach that eventually
isfaction, he anticipated the joy and He returned to His Father. It was it found itself dangerously on the
expression of surprise on the faces of given to Him for us, and He is wait- verge of complete disintegration. Reaction to all this came in our century,
relatives and friends back in his vil- ing for us to claim it.
when certain influential theologians,
such as Karl Barth, became alarmed
at the obvious danger, and dauntlessly called for a return to orthodoxy. But it was to be a new orthodoxy—neo-orthodoxy, as it came to
be known. The neo-orthodox theologians reaffirmed belief in the Bible
as the word of God, but determined
at the same time to retain the achievements of the modernist, "scientific"
Biblical scholars.
Request of a 13-Year-Old
Like Neoplatonism in the early
church,
which proposed to save Chris"Although my father grew up in a Christian home, he has left the truth. My
tianity in the Roman world by inmother is not an Adventist, but I believe she knows the truth and will not admit
jecting pagan philosophical ideas
it. My grandmother is an Adventist, and it is from her that I learned of the
into Christian teaching, so neo-orthoseventh-day Sabbath. I was baptized in March of 1961. Will you join me in
praying for my parents and my two brothers?"—Miss K., of Tennessee
doxy, a disguised form of modernism, proposes to save Protestantism
by appealing to the palate of the modern mind.
This column is dedicated to the encouragement of prayer for others at the sunset hour each Friday evening.
Because of the large number of requests received and the complexities of the problems presented, it is imposThe Advent message arose, and
sible for us to answer each letter personally, but all requests will be acknowledged and will be kept on file in
continues, as a resolute reaction
our office. Portions of letters, especially those that tell of answers to prayer, will be published as space permits.
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against liberal Protestant ideas. The
strenuous opposition to organization
that characterized the early days of
the Advent Movement, the fierce reaction against settling down to become just another Protestant denomination, was clearly a protest against
Protestantism as it drifted ever more
rapidly into destructive liberalism.
Ever since the days of the apostles
the church has been in continuous
need of reformation. Whenever a new
Christian movement came into being,
it asserted its basic tenets with irresistible zeal. But sooner or later each
movement crystallized into a formal
type of organization, and settled
down to be "respectable." The fires
of faith burned low and religion was
frozen into a creed. Vision departed
and a reaction set in. Among clergy
and laity alike the conviction ripened
that something was basically wrong,
and there was a universal yearning
for the "good old days." Attempts
were made to modify and restate the
teachings, and to revert to simpler
forms of life and worship.
Whenever a reform movement succeeded, its artisans soon discovered
that it is practically impossible to reform a church from within, to reverse the inexorable trend toward
formalism. They would either have
to conform or leave. But the fact remains that the church that is satisfied with itself, or that is dominated
by the state, or that develops an authoritarian form of church government, is on the road to ruin. A living,
growing movement must aspire to an
ever clearer understanding of truth,
and be able to adjust to new needs
and new circumstances.
The early church moved almost
unavoidably toward a unified pattern
of faith and practice. The Christian
apologists, or defenders of the faith,
had to meet numerous heresies during a time when there was little or
no organization, no formal statement
of belief, and no generally accepted
New Testament canon. Yet the Christian community was a living reality;
in fact, it was a powerful ferment
that eventually proved mightier than
the Roman Empire. The simple Christian folks bore a personal testimony
to the power of the gospel, and their
faith was dynamite that changed the
course of history.
Among the early heresies the most
important were those of the Gnostics
and the Montanists. But if the church
had no creed, who could tell what
was orthodox and what was heterodox? Who had authority to arbitrate
between truth and error? The Montanists, scarcely a century after Paul's
ministry, were especially concerned
about the seemingly irresistible trend
toward worldliness and about laxity
REVIEW AND HERALD, July 6, 1961

of morals in the church. They advocated reforms in behavior, food,
speech, and dress. They insisted on
the nearness of Christ's coming and
believed in the abiding prophetic
gift, the promised guidance of the
Paraclete, or Comforter. In many respects this reform movement was similar to the Advent message.
With the establishment of a rigid
totalitarian papal regime in the early
Middle Ages, everyone from the king
to the humblest peasant was subject
to the control of the church. Many
attempts were made to change things,
but would-be reformers had to go underground. Entire communities like
the Albigenses in Southern France
were wiped out, leaving but a scanty
documentary record of their beliefs,
such as the Albigensian Ritual and a
version of the New Testament. While
it is true that Albigensianism was, in
some respects, similar to the clearly
heretical Manichaean dualism of earlier times, the Albigenses did advocate
evangelical principles that were espoused by later reformers, especially
in Southern France, and still later
during the Reformation.
Was the Reformation a Failure?
From the second century to our
day no movement has affected the
course of mankind so profoundly as
did the Reformation of the sixteenth
century. It transformed politics and
education, science and ethics, economics and living standards. Like
early Christianity, the Reformation
was revolutionary, and all revolutions
are basically simple in doctrine and
direct in method. In fact, everything

My. Favorite Text
"For the Lord himself shall descend
from heaven with a shout, with the voice
of the archangel, and with the trump of
God: and the dead in Christ shall rise
first: then we which are alive and remain
shall be caught up together with them in
the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air:
and so shall we ever be with the Lord."
1 Thessalonians 4:16, 17.
It is rather difficult to single out one
Bible passage and say with finality, "This
is my favorite text." Through the years I
have become keenly aware of a number,
each of which might take priority, but in
recent months I have discovered in the
above text new depths of meaning that
I would like to share with you.
Today the inhabitants of this planet are
space conscious. Recent spectacular feats
in the realm of space exploration have
made it appear that space travel will soon
become a reality. Adventuresome and ambitious persons are eager to visit the moon,
and ultimately the planets. As we view the

great is simple in nature. To the
early Protestant the gospel was so
simple and evident, so clearly divine
and yet so human, that it could be
easily grasped by the common man.
Of course, it would have to be given
him in his own language, and he
would have to have sufficient education to read, think, and make up his
own mind. The great Protestant Reformation was far from being a failure.
Our comfortable age knows little
of the enormous task and violent
thrust that was needed to break customs, superstitions, and institutions
then more than 1,500 years old. The
Reformers protested against, and
eventually made a definite break
with, the hierarchy and the priestly
system. They protested against the
sacraments as a means of salvation,
and they protested successfully.
The word "Protestant" naturally
has a history. It came into existence
at the Diet of Speyer, in 1529, when
the Lutheran Princes protested
against the infringements of the free
exercise of the evangelical faith.
(The Great Controversy tells the entire story on pages 197 to 210.) Protestantism was not only against Roman Catholicism; it rediscovered
Christ and advocated a living faith
as the means of salvation. It likewise
advocated religious freedom. True,
the Reformers were not always consistent when it came to applying this
principle, and did not recognize its
full implications, but they were
headed in the right direction when
they insisted that "where the Spirit of
the Lord is, there is liberty."
(First in a Series of Five Articles)

preparations being made for space travel,
we are confident that puny man will never
be able to conquer the illimitable reaches
of outer space where myriad unfallen
worlds exist. Sinful man is destined to
remain at least within the confines of our
solar system. In his sinful state he will
never be permitted to invade the precincts
of glory land.
In our text we are assured that space
travel for God's faithful, earth-bound children is a coming reality. Our text clearly
and positively states that the Master of
space, the Lord Himself, is going to lead
an invasion of heavenly beings from outer
space to our planet.
As an air enthusiast I am greatly inspired by this text, for if I am faithful,
with the saved of all ages I will have the
thrill—someday soon now—of traveling
through outer space with Jesus my Lord,
the Master of space. In this text I am
guaranteed a safe, relaxing, glorious flight
with the resurrected and the living saints.
We shall pass sun, moon, and stars, to be
forever with our Lord.
In these days of anxiety, fear, and heartaches, how comforting and reassuring to
my weary heart is the promise of this textt
W. W. FORDHAM, President
Central States Conference
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